Invasive cells in the placentome of Andean populations of Mabuya: an endotheliochorial contribution to the placenta?
New world lizards of the genus Mabuya have the most specialized level of placentotrophy among reptiles known to date, and related to that, they have the most complex allantoplacenta characterized by a series of morphological specializations that converge with those known for eutherian mammals. One of these specializations is the placentome that is found in the embryonic pole of the incubation chamber. In the mature allantoplacenta, this structure is morphologically the most complex, which could support an important amount of nutrient exchange between mother and fetus. According to the relationship between the chorioallantois and the syncytial uterine epithelia, the placenta of Mabuya populations shows some interesting similarities to the synepitheliochorial type. Recently, cells of chorionic origin have been found invading the syncytial uterine epithelium, and in very close proximity with uterine blood vessels. In this study, we describe the relationship between these invasive chorionic cells, the uterine syncytium, and the subjacent blood vessels of several populations of this genus, by means of high resolution optical microscopy and transmission electron microscopy. Cell groups originating from the chorion, of variable size and shape, penetrate the uterine syncytial epithelium extending complex cytoplasmic projections that come in contact with uterine capillaries and form an extensive and complex double-membrane system that surrounds the capillary. The close relationship between the chorion and the maternal circulation suggests that the Mabuya placentome shows some characteristics of an endotheliochorial placenta. This finding constitutes so far the only documented example of an endotheliochorial placentation in Reptilia.